RICHARD    BURBAGE
" Astrologers and Star gazers this year
Write out of four eclipses: jive appear.
Death interposing Burbage and Time staying
Hath made a visible eclipse of playing"
And here is a better tribute in prose:
" Never more delighted than when he spoke, nor more
sorry than when he held his peace. Yet even then he
was an excellent actor still, never failing in his part when
he had done speaking but with his looks and gesture
maintaining still into the height."
A great actor, then, this Burbage was, with heaven-sent
opportunities, but with great difficulties too. Shakespeare
saw to that and perhaps Shakespeare, all too conscious, as
undoubtedly he must have been, of the limitations of the
actor's capacity as interpreter, did not make his task any
lighter. But can one reasonably doubt that as I have sug-
gested and in spite of these limitations, between them they
fashioned this fine tradition of English acting that has been
passed down a great line? Burbage, Betterton, Garrick,
Kean, Phelps, Irving, Martin Harvey, to name but a few,
have made it possible to convey through acting some inter-
pretation of the grandeur of the poet's mind, which need not
offend the too refined, and can give much pleasure to simple
people.
Can one guess any further, through the haze of ages, what
Burbage was like as a man? He suffered in his lifetime at
least no ill report. He must have been a tireless and stupend-
ous worker. One thinks of him somehow, and I have given
some evidence to support the theory, as a silent man amidst
the chatter of the tiring-room, overburdened perhaps by the
tasks he has undertaken, half conscious perhaps of their
importance to future generations. One thinks ^that he did
not overrate his own position: he took no conscious steps as
Alleyn did to secure his name and fame after his death. One
can but guess what he thought of his fellow-workers; there
is, at least, no trace of quarrelling over his work, but only
over his business affairs. I do not believe he complained at
all about the means of the presentation of the plays in which
he acted. The enthusiasm for this pioneer craft must have
been ample compensation for the draughty stage and for the
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